Purpose -Small to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) continue to make a major contribution to the Australian economy. However, research into organisational processes within SMEs has been limited to date. This study aims to examine the links between communication processes and organisational effectiveness in SMEs. Design/methodology/approach -This quantitative study uses social capital theory as a framework to investigate whether employees' level of satisfaction with organisational communication processes affects organisational outcomes within three high growth manufacturing SMEs in one area of Australia. Findings -Results indicate that organisational communication processes does affect employees' levels of ambiguity regarding customers, job satisfaction and commitment to their firms. Research limitations/implications -While generalisability is limited because of the small number of SMEs participating in the study, the research indicates great potential for developing theoretical and practical insights into Australian SMEs that would assist industry and employees overall. Practical implications -Implications for the growth strategies of SMEs, particularly in relation to the current skilled labour shortage, are discussed. Originality/value -The paper contributes much needed theoretical development and research into SMEs.
Introduction
Communication processes are centrally important to all aspects of organisational functioning (Rodwell et al., 1998) , with particular implications for long-term productivity and organisational effectiveness. The quality of communication practices is likely to be associated with role clarity and job outcomes in terms of providing high quality service. This is particularly relevant for service as well as manufacturing organisations, such as Australian manufacturing small medium enterprises (SMEs), where the provision of a high quality service is critical for organisational effectiveness (Adsit et al., 1995) . Extensive research has been undertaken examining the impact of organisational communication practices on levels of ambiguity regarding customers , on job satisfaction (Brunetto and Farr-Wharton, 2004; Johlke and Duhan, 2001 ) and on employee commitment (Clampitt and Downs, 1993; Clampitt and Girard, 1987; . While this research has explored the relationship between the quality of communication processes and organisational effectiveness in large organisations, further research is needed to examine the nature of the relationship within other organisational contexts, particularly within fast growing Australian manufacturing SMEs. This context has been largely overlooked in the literature. SMEs are different from larger firms because they usually have a centralised structure with the owner/manager making most of the major decisions (Cragg and King, 1993) . They also tend to be more concerned with survival rather than growth (Gray, 2002) . This is because they are often "time poor" and as such, they tend to focus mostly on operational activities (Garengo et al., 2005) . Thus, while SMEs are the dominant type of firm in a number of countries (such as Australia, New Zealand, Sweden and Norway), they may not be acting in an entrepreneurial manner. Notably, only 5-10 per cent (about 100,000 firms) in Australia actively engage in growth strategies and export development (Grome, 2003) . Growth and development within SMEs generates an important change context that provides particular challenges for communicative relationships between managers and employees. Thus, increasing and maintaining the efficiency and effectiveness of organisational processes to ensure their strategic advantage is a challenge for fast growing firms (Fay and Luhrmann, 2004; Jick, 1995) especially when Australia, like many other countries, is facing a shortage of skilled labour (Productivity Commission, 2005) . While these Australian firms may initially grow rapidly, their strategic advantage may be short lived unless they can ensure that effective management and organisational processes become embedded, and thus assure quality processes and outcomes that can sustain longer term productivity, growth and retention of skilled employees (Brunetto and Farr-Wharton, 2004 ).
Effective communication is also critical for developing and maintaining positive working relationships. The effectiveness of communication processes impacts on the quality of relationships that develop between employees and management, because communication experiences are the mechanisms from which trust develops (Mueller and Lee, 2002) . In particular, the quality of relationships between employees and management determines employees' ability to access relevant information in order to solve day-to-day problems that arise in the workplace (Cohen and Prusak, 2001) . It is useful to consider these processes theoretically and noteworthy that social capital theory is based, in part, on the notion that "social capital" develops as effective relationships are formed within organisations. Social capital theory can therefore provide an important perspective to the present research area in providing a framework to better understand how the quality of communication processes affects working relationships and in turn, impacts on organisational outcomes such as customer ambiguity, job satisfaction and employee commitment.
Social capital theory also proposes that there are economic benefits for the organisation that accrue because of the quality of the relationships between employees and management (Lin, 2001) . One of the key ingredients determining organisational effectiveness is the quality of social networks. In every organisation there are those who possess the knowledge and skills to solve most workplace problems. However, the ability to access those employees depends on the quality of existing networks. When the quality of these relationships is good, then there is a flow of information, resources, emotional support, trust and goodwill and the reciprocity of that support, trust and information (Cohen and Prusak, 2001; Kessels and Poell, 2004) .
Moreover, communication mechanisms for establishing and sustaining organisational relationships affect levels of trust and affective commitment (Mayfield and Mayfield, 2002, p. 90 ) and, in turn, job satisfaction and ambiguity regarding key performance factors such as customer focus. For example, commitment level is likely to be related to organisational effectiveness (Varona, 1996) because it is linked to the quality of the communicative relationships among management, employees and customers within organisations (Dunn and Thomas, 1994, p. 10) . Employees' levels of job satisfaction are also strongly influenced by the quality of relationships within organisations, which affect levels of ambiguity, particularly regarding customers, and therefore organisational performance. The purpose of the present paper is to detail findings from a pilot study examining the relationship between employees' level of This paper is presented in two parts. The first part further explains the theoretical and conceptual framework that informs which literature is reviewed. Relevant secondary research questions emerge from a review of this literature. The second part examines the results from hierarchical regression analyses of relevant data and the discussion involves pattern-matching with relevant past research. The answer to this question is particularly relevant to Australian fast growing SMEs that find it difficult to retain skilled employees.
Theoretical background

Social capital theory
Social capital theory can explain how the relationships that develop within organisations can positively impact on both the individual employees and the organisation as a whole (Cohen and Prusak, 2001; Coleman, 1990; Seibert et al., 2001 ). Lin (2001) argues that productive employees use their social networks to undertake their work tasks effectively and that the quality of the relationships between employees and management impacts on the effectiveness of organisational processes. As a consequence, the quality of relationships affects the economic performance of the firm (Jick, 1995; Fay and Luhrmann, 2004) . As successful social networks ultimately return benefits to the organisation as a whole, it is in the firm's best interest to ensure that organisational resources are directed towards developing and maintaining effective relationships between employees and management (Lin, 2001, p. 25; Kessels and Poell, 2004) . Social capital develops from the exchange of intangible by-products (such as reciprocity in trust, informationsharing and respect) that become apparent in the efficiency and effectiveness of organisational processes and may ultimately result in the formation of new innovations (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998) .
Despite its importance, there have been limited attempts to understand the concept of social capital to date. Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) extended previous conceptualisations of social capital to include three interrelated dimensions; structural, cognitive and relational aspects.
The structural aspect refers to the formation of linkages between people within organisations, overload employee capabilities and affect their performance (Goodman et al., 1986) . According to Robbins (2001) , information overload is likely to result in loss of information and less affective commitment. On the other hand, low frequency communication may be associated with limited information/feedback and perceived lack of attention from supervisors, which may create uncertainty and in turn affect employee performance (Kacmar et al., 2003) . Johlke and Duhan (2000, p. 162 ) also argue that insufficient communication contact "could leave the employee without the necessary guidance and attachment to the organisation". However, previous studies suggest that communication frequency is not associated with either employee job performance , job satisfaction or employee role ambiguity (Johlke and Duhan, 2001 ). These contradictory research findings and suggestions indicate the importance of further investigating appropriate frequency for communication/information sharing within particular organisational contexts. This is particularly important during change episodes, where it might be supposed that appropriate communication frequency may assist in minimising negative or detrimental impacts for any given organisational change.
Communication mode is another communication dimension that is likely to influence the effectiveness of communication with a consequent impact on organisational outcomes such as
customer ambiguity, job satisfaction and employee commitment to the organisation. The two basic communication modes are formal (e.g. newsletter, written memos and letters) and informal (e.g. verbal, face-to-face interactions; see . Daft and Lengel (1984) argue that informal communication is more appropriate when the message to be given to employees is difficult and ambiguous (as in change episodes) and when there is a difference in background and opinion between sender and receiver. Informal communication (e.g. face-toface) may be more effective than formal communication (e.g. written communication) because the former usually involves a number of rich communication cues such as verbal and visual (Zeithaml et al., 1988) , which may allow clarification between sender and receiver and a better opportunity for a shared understanding (Eby et al., 1999; Lashley and Lee-Ross, 2003) . Although informal communication is seen as more effective in a number of ways, both informal and formal communication flows exist in all organisations, and are associated with advantages and disadvantages for an effective communication process (see Lashley and Lee-Ross, 2003) .
Research findings suggest that e-mail and face-to-face communication are both curvilinearly associated with team performance (Patrashkova-Volzdoska et al., 2003) . Other findings suggest that informal communication (e.g. face-to-face) is not associated with either job performance or job satisfaction and employee role ambiguity (Johlke and Duhan, 2001 ). Daft and Lengel (1984) argue that the communication media used (e.g. face-to-face) and the amount of information processing should be appropriate to the uncertainty and ambiguity associated with employee tasks. This is a particularly important variable to be taken into account during episodes of change.
Communication content is yet another communication characteristic that can be used to assess the effectiveness of communication practices within organisations. Communication content is conditioned by the type of influence strategy used (Fisher et al., 1997) . There are two basic influencing strategies in common use. The direct form of communication is a form of classical control management, typically associated with one-way performance feedback, focusing on compliance mechanisms such as promises, requests and threats (Frazier and Summers, 1984) . The second form of communication content is indirect communication where employees are provided with a greater amount of information and the opportunity to be involved in decision-making (Frazier and Summers, 1984) . Such a communication mode assists employees in understanding their work conditions better and is therefore more likely to reduce role ambiguity and foster higher levels of job satisfaction and employee commitment. As employees' perceptions about role ambiguity are dependent on the quality of communication processes , close supervision and participation in decision-making may reduce employees' perceptions of role ambiguity. Findings from Mullins, 1992; Timm and Stead, 1996) . Horizontal or lateral communication takes place among members at similar levels with more or less equal status or power (Adler and Elmhorst, Thus, communication is considered to be a vehicle that influences employees' behaviour because it affects whether trust between employees and management is established and sustained. This in turn, affects whether employees decide to stay or leave a firm (Mayfield and Mayfield, 2002) . It is suggested, for instance, that open, honest and accurate communication may reduce applicants' anxiety and shape expectations about the job and company goals and policies, thereby influencing ongoing commitment to the firm (Meyer and Allen, 1997) . A number of studies support the proposition that there is a positive and significant relationship between employees' perceptions about communication practices and their commitment to the organisation (Guzzo and Noonan, 1994; Mayfield and Mayfield, 2002; Thornhill et al., 1996; Varona, 1996) .
The adoption of appropriate communication practices therefore may well be an important strategy in influencing employees' perceptions about organisational practices and policies and therefore employee commitment.
Ambiguity regarding customers
One important aspect of role ambiguity occurs when employees lack sufficient and relevant information to effectively complete their tasks (Singh, 1993; Walker et al., 1975) . There are a number of other aspects of ambiguity that have been researched including ambiguity regarding customers, other managers, ethical situations and supervisor support Rhoads et al., 1994) . While all these aspects are important factors, research attention should be directed towards role ambiguity regarding customers (Singh and Rhoads, 1991) because of the vital interactions between employees and customers. Indeed, role ambiguity on the part of employees who do not understand or are inadequately informed about customers needs and expectations, may be one significant source of customer dissatisfaction. The consequences of role ambiguity then may include customer dissatisfaction, employee dissatisfaction and reduced company profitability. A common theme in relevant research is the consistent negative relationship between role ambiguity and job outcomes such as job satisfaction and employee performance (Singh, 1993; Jackson and Schuler, 1985; Hartline and Ferrel, 1996; . When employees are unclear about their role expectations (lack of sufficient and relevant information) the consequent role ambiguity is likely to result in low quality service. This 
Commitment
The concept of employee commitment has received significant attention within the organisational behaviour literature over the past three decades (Mathieu and Zajac, 1990 ).
Organisational commitment is considered a major determinant of organisational effectiveness and employee well-being (Meyer and Herscovitch, 2001) , because high employee commitment has been related to increased motivation and job satisfaction, lower labour turnover and increased job performance (Pitt et al., 1995; Porter et al., 1974; Randall, 1990 ) which in turn can lead to improved overall organisational performance. It is argued that organisational commitment is best understood as a multidimensional construct (Allen and Grisaffe, 2001; Meyer and Allen, 1991) . Allen and Meyer (1990) developed a multidimensional model of commitment including measures of three forms of commitment labelled as affective commitment (emotional attachment to, identification with, and involvement in the organisation), continuance commitment (perceived cost associated with leaving the organisation) and normative commitment (obligation to remain in the organisation). Of these three forms, affective commitment has received more research attention. The present study focuses on affective commitment to the organisation.
Affective commitment is defined as the relative strength of an individual's identification with and involvement with a particular organisation (Porter et al., 1974, p. 604) . It is expected that employees with strong affective commitment stay in the organisation because they "want to" (Allen and Meyer, 1990) , which is based primarily on emotional attachment to the organisation (Meyer and Allen, 1997) . Thus, affective commitment is likely to increase the likelihood that employees will remain in the organisation. Affective commitment has been the most widely studied and validated dimension of commitment (Aven et al., 1993; Steers, 1977) , and the most strongly related to a number of variables including labour turnover, job performance, job satisfaction and communication (Clampitt and Downs, 1993) . It is argued that employees with high affective commitment are likely to be loyal and highly attached to the organisation, thus reducing the likelihood of high labour turnover (Allen and Meyer, 1990; Meyer and Allen, 1997) . It is also expected that employees who express greater affective commitment are likely to work hard (Mowday et al., 1982) . Characteristics of the work environment are likely to influence the development of affective commitment.
Employee's experiences within the work environment have been identified in the literature as one of the critical antecedents of affective commitment (Morrow, 1983) . For instance, research carried out by Allen and Meyer (1990) suggests that work experiences that promote feelings of comfort and competence showed the strongest evidence concerning antecedents of affective commitment. Similarly, findings from Meyer et al. (1993) revealed that affective commitment is associated with positive experiences related to satisfaction with the job and training experience. Furthermore, a meta-analysis of the commitment literature suggests that superior/subordinate relationships are significant antecedents of employee commitment (Mathieu and Zajac, 1990) . These findings indicate that a positive work environment in terms of effective communication between superior/subordinate is likely to lead to high affective commitment to the organisation. The quality of communication processes can also affect other aspects of the firm. For example, the type and quality of organisational communication and management practices can affect employees' commitment to the job and their decision to stay or leave (Clampitt and Downs, 1993; Clampitt and Girard, 1987; Goris et al., 2000; 
Results
Demographics
An examination of the demographics of the firms indicates that all three firms are examples of medium-sized SMEs. In addition, the majority of the employees have been with the firm for less than one year (see Table 1 
Results from quantitative analysis
Regression analysis was used to analyse the data. The means, standard deviations, correlations and reliability among this study are reported in Table 2 . Coefficient alphas were all acceptable, ranging from 0.74 to 0.82, except communication frequency (0.43) and informal communication (0.40). However, these variables are from a validated instrument and thus they were used in this study. Variance inflation factors (VIF) were computed for each independent variable in this study to test for potential multicollinearity. The largest VIF was 1.83 (under 4) that is relatively low and should not be cause of concern in the regression analysis (Fox, 1991 The results suggest that H1 should be accepted in part. As shown in Table III The results suggest that H2 should be accepted in part. As shown in Table 3 The results suggest that H3 should be accepted in part. As shown in Table 4 Insert Table 4 about here ……………………….....
Discussion
The present research provides important information about fast growing SMEs, which form a significant part of the Australian economy and have been largely overlooked by researchers. Management determines the quality of organisational processes and relationships in the workplace, and as a result, determines the quality of services presented to the customer. The findings from this paper suggest that employees' satisfaction with the quality of communication processes affects the level of ambiguity regarding customers and hence, the ability of employees to know clearly how to effectively deal with the demands of customers. These findings support previous research by Johlke and Duhan (2001) about the importance of communication processes in assuring that employees know how to meet customers' needs and expectations. This study provides preliminary evidence of the need for effective organisational communication processes to be embedded in Australian SMEs in order to ensure that employees do meet the needs of customers. More research is required to improve the generalisability of this result to other SMEs.
Moreover, the findings suggest that quality of communication processes also affects employees' level of job satisfaction within SMEs. Past research suggested a positive relationship between communication practices and job satisfaction (Brunetto and Farr-Wharton, 2004; Johlke and Duhan, 2001 ) and a positive relationship between job satisfaction and productivity (Petty et al., 1984; Mathieu and Zajac, 1990 ) and low absenteeism and turnover (Eby et al., 1999) . The contribution of this paper is that it identifies a similar significant relationship between communication processes and the level of customer ambiguity as well as commitment levels for employees within these fast growing SMEs. Hence, while the level of employee job satisfaction The issue of limited labour resources has previously been identified as a major factor limiting the potential growth of these firms (Brunetto and Farr-Wharton, 2005) . The present study indicates that employees perceive that the quality of communication processes may be one factor that needs to be addressed in order to improve the effectiveness of organisational processes and to enhance the clarity of employees in relation to the task of meeting the needs of customers. Therefore, for those SMEs wishing to pursue growth and development strategies, it is particularly important to be mindful of the impact of communication processes on organisational culture and outcomes, especially under rapid change conditions. Future research could more fully investigate suitable organisational interventions that could enhance communication processes and the structural dimensions of relationships, particularly when growth and development are key SME goals.
A limitation of this study is common methods bias in relation to the questionnaire that was used for data collection. However, Spector (1994, p. 386) 
